Maternal lactoferrin in the urine of preterm infants. Evidence for retention of structure and function.
Intact (i.e., 78-kDa) lactoferrin has been purified from the urine of preterm infants fed human milk. The maternal origin of this lactoferrin, and the integrity of its primary structure have been documented. Computer analyses of the circular dichroism spectra revealed a composite secondary structure for the urinary lactoferrin that was indistinguishable from that of purified human milk lactoferrin and similar to that observed in the crystal structure. Intact function was suggested by iron binding; an approximate 2:1 molar ratio of iron to lactoferrin was confirmed. Thus, maternal lactoferrin is absorbed intact by the preterm infant and appears to remain structurally and functionally intact within the circulatory system and during urinary excretion. It is possible, therefore, that maternal lactoferrin has an immunoregulatory influence in newborn infants fed human milk.